Colby College

Digital Commons @ Colby
Honors Theses

Student Research

1998

The Power of the Press: A Content Analysis of Congressional
Press Coverage in National, Regional, and Local Newspapers.
Kendra Page Ammann
Colby College

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/honorstheses
Part of the Political Science Commons

Colby College theses are protected by copyright. They may be viewed or downloaded from this
site for the purposes of research and scholarship. Reproduction or distribution for commercial
purposes is prohibited without written permission of the author.
Recommended Citation
Ammann, Kendra Page, "The Power of the Press: A Content Analysis of Congressional Press
Coverage in National, Regional, and Local Newspapers." (1998). Honors Theses. Paper 464.
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/honorstheses/464
This Honors Thesis (Open Access) is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Research at Digital
Commons @ Colby. It has been accepted for inclusion in Honors Theses by an authorized administrator of Digital
Commons @ Colby.

The Power of the Press:
A Content Analysis of Congressional Press Coverage
in National, Regional, and Local Newspapers.

Kendra Page Ammann
Senior Honors Thesis
Government Department
Colby College
Spring 1998

To Morn and Dad

For giving me the wings

10

fl y.

Table of Contents
List of Tables
1

.iv

Literature Review
The Freedom of the Press
The News Media as "Gatekeepers" of Information
National vs. Local Press Coverage of Congress
Press Coverage and Fenno's Paradox

Ll

2

Methods of Study
Time Period and Newspaper Selection
Variable Selection and Coding

19
20
26

3

Content Analysis
Valence of Congressional Coverage
Focus of Congressional Coverage
Re-examination of Hypothesis

34
34
40
47

4

:

Conclusions

Appendix A
Location of Congressional Coverage
Depth of Congressional Coverage
Intended Audience for Congressional Coverage
Members of Congress Covered in Newspapers

1
1
.3
7

50
54
.54
55
.56
57

Appendix B

59

References

60

• To be changed after Appendix B is completed.

iii

List of Tables
1

Size of Newspapers Studied by Tidmarch and Pitney

13

2

The Institutional/Individual Focus of Congressional News
in Newspapers Studied by Tidmarch and Pitney, Percentage
Distributions by Newspaper

15

Valence of Congressional News in Newspapers Studied by
Tidmarch and Pitney, Percentage Distributions by Newspaper

16

4

Definition of Newspaper Types

22

5

Characteristics of Newspapers Selected for Analysis

23

6

The Number of Congressional Newspaper Articles Analyzed
per Month, by Newspaper

24

The Number of Congressional Newspaper Articles Printed per
Month, by Newspaper

25

8

Valence of Congressional Coverage in National Newspapers

36

9

Valence of Congressional Coverage in Regional Newspapers

.37

10

Valence of Congressional Coverage in Local Newspapers

39

11

Focus of Congressional Coverage in National Newspapers

42

U

Focus of Congressional Coverage in Regional Newspapers

43

13

Focus of Congressional Coverage in Local Newspapers

45

14

Valence of Congressional Press Coverage, by Focus

.47

3

7

Appendix

A-I

Location of Congressional Coverage in National Newspapers

.54

A-2

Location of Congressional Coverage in Regional Newspapers

.54

A-3

Location of Congressional Coverage in Local Newspapers

55

IV

A-4

Depth of Congressional Coverage in National Newspapers

.55

A-S

Depth of Congressional Coverage in Regional Newspapers

.55

A-6

Depth of Congressional Coverage in Local Newspapers

56

A-7

Intended Audience for Congressional Coverage in National
Newspapers

56

Intended Audience for Congressional Coverage in Regional
Newspapers

56

Intended Audience for Congressional Coverage in Local
Newspapers

57

A-IO Members of Congress Covered by National Newspapers

57

A-II Members of Congress Covered by Regional Newspapers

58

A-12 Members of Congress Covered by Local Newspapers

.58

A-8
A-9

v

Literature Review
I. Freedom of the Press

We live in an age of information.
everyone.

Learning is central to the lives of .

We read books and newspapers, watch television, listen to the

radio, and surf the internet to find out all sorts of things we never knew
before. The media playa central role in the education of our nation because
they are so readily available and easy to understand.

Whether through a

thirty minute nightly news program, a morning radio talk show, or an article

in the daily newspaper, we learn about the activities of our government and
about our government officials.

We hear about certain things and often

never hear about others. How much control do the media yield over what
we know? Editors and journalists alike choose what will be the important
stories of the day.

They obviously cannot write about everything that

happens in the nation: therefore they are in positions to decide what they will
tell us, and subsequently what we will know.
The freedom of the press is a protected right.

Congress may not

legislate in any way which could inhibit "the public's right to know." The
press are free to report just about anything they want to, and ultimately this
freedom places them in a very powerful position.'

As educators of the

American people, the media decide what the important issues will be.

Ijames C. Goodale, 'The First Amendment and Freedom of the Press," Issues of DemocraCY, 2.1
(1997): 4 Pages. Online Available:
http://usiahq.llsis.usemb.se/joumals/itdhr/0297/ijde/goodale,htm#pentagon 24 April 1998. 1.

1

Citizens become concerned about the issues they see, hear, and read about.
They want to see the government respond to their concerns and the media
are instrumental in shaping what those concerns will be.
Protection of freedom of the press was a very important issue when the
Constitution was considered for ratification. Citizens in many states were
concerned that the new government would become tyrannical, just as Great
Britain had become before the Revolution. In fact, many states, such as New
York and Massachusetts, refused to ratify the Constitution without a written
guarantee of certain freedoms. The people wanted a free press so that they
could be informed about the actions of their government.

A window

between the average voter and the national government was needed so that
the citizens could effectively enforce their check, or rather vote, to maintain
proper representation. At this time in history, Americans were extremely
fearful of a powerful federal government which could oppress them.

As a

result, the founders promised to create a Bill of Rights to allay these fears.
This explicit protection of the press and free speech would distinguish the
new government from the tyrannical British system that protected no such
rights. 2
In a 1974 speech, Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart said that the

First Amendment of this Bill of Rights created "... a fourth institution outside
the government [to serve] as an additional check on the three official

2Ibid., 1.

2

branches."3

The First Amendment's protections would not only allow

American citizens to become informed participants in their government, but
also would provide a "precedent" to protect their ability to criticize the
government.

The citizens refused to allow this new and better system of

government to evolve into a tyranny, under which no one could speak
his/her mind. They demanded freedom to criticize the government so as to
prevent despotism and ultimately another bloody war.?
Since the ratification of the First Amendment, the modem media have
used their freedom to report about the daily happenings of government such
as congressional hearings and judicial decisions, as well

as to criticize

government for its actions that are believed not to be in the best interest of
the nation, such as reporters did during the Vietnam War. The media have
even sparked action within government through their criticisms of extra
legal actions, such as Watergate and the Iran-Contra Affair.

Overall, the

media have been successful in fulfilling the informative and critical role
envisioned by our founding fathers.

II. The News Media as "Gatekeepers" of Information

Political scientist Mark Hertsgaard stated, "The news media have
become the single most influential actor on the stage of American politics.">
Americans form opinions about governmental institutions based upon what
3Ibid., 1.
4Richard Davis. The Press and American Politics, 2nd ed., (Upper Saddle River,

NJ: Prentice

Hall, 1996) 94.

3

they know about the activities of those institutions.

Furthermore, they

usually obtain their knowledge about government mainly through the
media."
Public opinion, I think, is often already shaped by the media before we
get a chance to deal with it. ... We start organizing and planning and
scheming, not to lead public opinion, but to get on the right side so we can
follow public opinion."
Bob Dole, Former Senate Majority leader

Through the selection of stories, editors and journalists guide us to concern
ourselves with certain issues, and not to concern ourselves with the other
issues they do not report,"

In a sense, the press serve as "gatekeepers" of

information about the government." The American public has no other
means to see what the government is doing. According to Richard Davis, a
political scientist at the Ll.S. Coast Guard Academy, "The press may not be
successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is
stunningly successful in telling its [audience] what to think about."lO
The enormous influence of the media makes the Congressman's job
difficult. S/he wants to build public consensus about particular issues In
order to lead to legislation since one of his/her responsibilities is to make

SStephen Hess, Liye From Capitol Hill! (Washington D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1991)
102.
6"fimothy, E. Cook, Making Laws and Making News. (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings
Institution, 1989) 57.
7,Robert Dole, "News Judgment and Congress," The Media and the Congress. ed. Stephen Bates
(Columbus, Ohio: Publishing Horizons, Inc., 1987) 103.
8Richard Davis, The Press and American Politics: The New Mediator. (New York: Longman
Press, 1992) 243.
9JJouglass Cater, "The Fourth Branch, Then and Now," The Media and the Congress, ed.
Stephen Bates (Columbus, Ohio: Publishing Horizons, Inc., 1987) 1.
lOBemard Cohen, The Press and Foreign Policy (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1963) 13.
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laws for the nation. Reporters, on the other hand, want to inform the public
about the issue before a consensus is developed, otherwise the issue may not
be timely enough and readers will not be interested.!'
While many political scientists agree that the media play a very
important role in setting the agenda for the federal government

and

especially for the Congress, Stephen Hess, a political scientist of the Brookings
Institution in Washington D.C. is more skeptical as to how powerful the
media are. Hess notes, "It is not in the policy-initiating business, despite what
government officials may think. "12 While not refuting the media's power,
Hess believes that the general public can withstand the issue inclinations
presented by the media. While the press are free to report certain issues of the
day, so is the general public free to form its own opinion from the wide
variety of issues presented. Each person reacts differently to the different
issues presented as news.P
Hess makes a valid point that Americans are capable of forming their
own opinions about government activity, although most political scientists
continue to believe that the press is very influential in shaping what the
opinion will be. According to Davis, research has consistently found that the
people usually share the same agenda on major issues as do the press. Often
evidence has been found to prove that a causal relationship exists between

Cater, 4.
12 Stephen Hess, "Crisis, TV, and Public Pressure," Brookings Review. 12.1 (Winter 1994): 48.
13 Ibid., 48.
11

5

the national agenda setting of the press and the national agenda setting of the

public.JTake the Congress for example. How does the American public feel
about this institution?; A group of able-bodied, patriotic Americans sacrificing
years of their lives to serve the public good?

Not exactly.

The average

American views the Congress with a much greater level of distrust and
contempt. In fact, the only group of people in America held in lower esteem
than U.S. Congressmen are used car salesmen.P While the Congress may
never have been the most popular of the three branches of the federal
governmen t, to be ranked second only to used car salesmen is a pretty grim
realization of American democracy in acrion.w

The "healthy skepticism"

which the founders deemed necessary for the

proper functioning

of

American democracy has mushroomed into a straightforward cynicism that
has the potential to undermine everything for which
democracy stands.!?

the American

How is it that the American people have so little

confidence in the people they choose to represent them?

What role do the

media play in the development of this public cynicism about Congress?
It appears that the media maintain a central role in the development of

negative public opinion about the institution.

Asher and Barr have

Davis (1992), 243.
lsCNN / USA Today IGallup Poll, "Survey # GP105362: Honest and Ethical Standards," The
Gallup Poll: Public Opinion 1995. ed. George Gallup, Jr. (Wilmington, Delaware: Scholarly
Resources Inc., 1996) 172-74.
16Center for Responsive Politics, Dateline: Capitol Hill: Congress. the Public. and the News
Media. (Washington D.C.: Center for Responsive Politics, 1990) 8.
17Mark J. Rozell, "Press Coverage of Congress, 1946-92," Congress, the Press, and the Public,
eds. Thomas E. Mann and Norman J. Ornstein (Washington D.C.: The American Enterprise
14

6

discovered that the "more politically attentive, informed, and involved"
citizens are, the more likely they are to be very cynical of the Congress." This
is a very interesting finding because it indicates that the people who obtain

the greatest levels of information about Congress, presumably from the press,
hold it in lower esteem than anyone else in the nation. As a result, it would
seem logical that the press play an important role in the development of
negative public opinion about Congress, even though a concrete relationship
has not been empirically proven. I believe that while news media coverage
may not be the only factor to influence public opinion, it remains a very
influential force.

III. National vs. Local Press Coverage of the Congress
In 1975, Richard F. Fenno, [r., a political scientist at the University of

Rochester, published a theory about public perception of the average member
of Congress. He explained that there is a clear difference between the way the
public regards the individuals who they specifically voted into office as
opposed to the Congress as a whole. He wrote, "We do, it appears, love our
Congressmen... on the other hand, it seems equally dear that we do not love
our Congress."? This paradox also seems to extend beyond simply public
opinion, but to congressional news coverage as well.
Institute and The Brookings Institution, 1994) 59.
lSThomas E. Mann and Norman J. Ornstein, eds. Congress, the Press. and the Public
(Washington D.C.: The American Enterprise Institute and The Brookings Institution, 1994) 3.
I9Richard F. Fenno, [r., "If Ralph Nader Says Congress is 'The Broken Branch,' How Come We
Love Our Congressmen So Much?," Congress in Change: Evolution and Reform, ed. Norman J.
Ornstein (New York: Praeger, 1975) 278.

7

Stephen Hess writes that media coverage of the Congress is different
from the media coverage of the other two branches. To begin with, there are
535 different members in the House and in the Senate with different agendas
and different concerns, each wanting ample (positive) media coverage.
While each of the 535 members will not make the national nightly news each
evening, they will be covered locally.

Norman Ornstein, [r., a resident

scholar at the American Enterprise Institute, writes that local press coverage
of the Congress and its members is most frequently positive.s? Local coverage
is thus beneficial to the individual member because it tends to transform the
Congressmen and Senators into "media stars" at horne.t!

Each time s/he

comes home to the district s/he is covered. Local constituents see or read
about him/her visiting the local high school, meeting with state officials, or
giving a speeches on topics such as how s/he fought to preserve funding for
the local military base.
A main reason why individual members are covered so frequently at
the local level is because the local press are more interested in the activities of
the local members of Congress than in the Congress alone. Local press "cover
the trees, not the forest," as a Washington bureau chief once commentedF
They are not as concerned with the actions and outputs of the Congress, so
much as the actions and outputs of their local representatives and senators.

2ONorman J. Ornstein, "The Media and the Open Congress," The Media and the Congress. ed.
Stephen Bates (Columbus, Ohio: Publishing Horizons, Inc., 1987) 15.
21 Hess, Live From Capitol Hill!. 105.
22Cook, p. 37.

8

Local press outlets seek to shape their congressional coverage to meet the
localized interests of their audiences.P
Conversely, national press coverage of Congress is much different from
local coverage. While local newspapers focus their coverage on the actions of
the individual representatives in Washington, national newspapers are most
interested in the institution of Congress and its actions affecting the nation as
a whole.> Although, finding a single, nationally oriented story to cover can
be difficult. James McCartney, a journalist at Knight Ridder Newspapers
commented,
Congress does a lousy job in telling a reporter w ha t goes on. The problem wit h
Congress is that it has no organization and is just babble. It needs to present its
information better, like the White House. 25

National news correspondents look almost exclusively to those members
who are instrumental in moving issues through the House or Senate such as
party leaders, committee chairs, and members of the majority party, those
members who have leverage in the institution.w The influential members
provide a much needed center point in the Congress from which national
journalists can produce a story to give the American public.F While the
White House can successfully articulate its singular message to the American
press, Congress, by its nature as a collection of individuals, cannot.

Some

political scientists believe that the concentration of the media on the
congressional leaders may even contribute to the concentration of power in

23Ibid., p. 39.
24Davis (1996), 247.
25Quoted in Davis (1992), 162.

9

both houses.P Although, the media's focus of attention on the leaders may
be a necessary evil. Cook writes,
With the wealth of hearings, markups of legislation, and decisions in
committees and subcommittees, the deliberations and actions on the floor
in both chambers, not to mention initiatives taken in 535 members' offices,
Congress has no one story, and it can be difficult to decide what to

cover. 29
The Congress is so large and comprised of so many diverse interests that it is
sometimes difficult for a reporter to cover and produce a meaningful national
report. As a result of the difficulty in locating a single, newsworthy story,
national news correspondents often focus their stories on Congress as a
singular institution, which, as a result, is said to frequently breeds negative
imagery.30
It is dear that national and local press coverage of the Congress are very
different. While local news outlets court individual members of Congress
from their districts." individual members of Congress remain anonymous in
the eyes of the national media, unless proven to be influential in the
legislation process.F Additionally, as local news outlets concern themselves
with the actions of the individual representatives from their districts, which
may affect their districts, national news outlets are more concerned with the

26 Cook,52.

Davis (1992), 165.
Ibid., 166.
29 Cook, 34.
30 Hess, Live from Capitol Hill!, 102-3.
31Cook,37.
32Ibid., 52.
]J

28
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issues addressing the Congress as an institution.P Finally, while the local
press frequently portray the Congress with positive imagery, the national
press frequently portray the same institution negatively.34
Ultimately, these two forms of journalism are paradoxically opposed.
The distinction between national and local congressional press coverage is
interesting because it parallels Fenno's previously mentioned distinction
between public perceptions of the Congress at national and local levels.
While the local press present the Congress as a positive representation of the
local district's man

or woman

in

Congress.s? the

American

public

coincidentally regard their local representatives wel1.36 On the other hand, as
national press present Congress as an unfavorable national institution.P the
American public view Congress negatively as well.

IV. Press Coverage and Fenno's Paradox
I am interested to explore the press' contribution to Fenno's paradox.
One study, conducted in the late 1970's purports to do this, but I do not believe
that the methods followed by these scholars could lead to an appropriate test
of the media's role. Before discussing my own project, I will review that

330a vis (1996), 247.
34Michael J. Robinson, "Three Faces of Congressional Media," The New Congress, eels. Thomas
F. Mann and Norman Ornstein (Washington D.C.: The American Enterprise Institute, 1981) 75
82.; and Davis (1996), 245.
35Cook, 37; Hess, 105; Ornstein, 15; and Robinson, 53.
36Fenno, 278.

37Charles M. Tidmarch and John J. Pitney. "Covering Congress," E.Q.W..y 17 (1985): 471-5,479
82; Cook, 40; and Davis, 245-7.
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study to point out its inadequacies. I will also point to the methods I will use
to study the question.
In the summer of 1978, Charles M. Tidrnarch and John

J. Pitney, Jr.

hypothesized that the content of congressional newspaper coverage could
perpetuate Fenno's paradox of national and local public opinion-s In order to
prove this, they embarked on a content analysis study of congressional
newspaper articles printed in ten major American daily newspapers during
one week in August of 1978. Ultimately, they wanted to establish empirically
whether a relationship between public opinion of Congress and congressional
press coverage existed.t?
While their research produced some interesting findings, I was not
convinced that they could demonstrate a relationship between Fenno's
paradox and congressional newspaper coverage. The crux of their argument
rested on the fact that national and local newspapers are distinct in their
congressional coverage.

However, the newspapers Tidmarch and Pitney

selected to study did not adequately reflect this distinction between different
types of newspapers. The newspapers they selected for study were composed
of mainly national and regional newspapers but did not include local
newspapers.

Therefore, I contend that this omission of local press data

prevented them from effectively evaluating the relationship between press'
coverage and public opinion because they only completed one half of the
analysis.

3STidmarch and Pitney, 472.
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While there is no concrete definition of national, regional, and local
newspapers, I contend that national and regional newspapers maintain high
daily circulation

rates

throughout the nation.

that

encompass

many

congressional

districts

They distribute their papers to large regional and

national communities, whereas local newspapers are smaller because they
publish and distribute their papers to small, local communities.

In the end

they are set apart from the other larger scale newspapers in that they maintain
smaller daily circulation rates while also including a small number of
congressional districts in their areas of circulation.
Table 1:

,

Size of Newspapers Studied by Tidmarch and Pitney

215,130

4

487,075

8

667,200

12

278,746

6

266,408

5

1,018,403

25

421,751

7

362,015

6

425,493

7

810,904 40

541

Source: Congressional Districts in the 1980's42 and Congressional Districts in the 199O's43

39Ibid., 464-5.
4{)

Washington Post figure applies to 1990 data, data in 1980 was unavailable.

41 Washington Post figure does not include citizens of Washington D.C.
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As Table 1 illustrates, each newspaper Tidmarch

and Pitney studied

maintained large daily circulation level ranging between 215,000 to over one
million

newspapers.

Additionally,

each

newspaper

included

many

congressional districts within its area of circulation numbering as many as 25
congressional districts. It is clear that these newspapers are not local papers
according to my definition; they are large scale national and regional
newspapers with high circulation rates encompassing large numbers of
congressional districts.
Additionally, I found that the content of the newspapers studied by
Tidrnarch and Pitney, in conjunction with the congressional news theories of
political scientists Cook, Davis, Hess, and Ornstein, also confirmed my claim
that the ten newspapers selected for study were national and regional
newspapers and not local newspapers. As Table 2 identifies, Tidmarch and
Pitney discovered that a majority of the congressional articles they analyzed
concentrated on the institutional side of Congress more frequently than on its
individual mernbers.vt All but two of the newspapers focused the majority of
their congressional coverage on the institution as opposed to its individual
members.

This finding is interesting because it coincides with Cook and

Congressional Districts in the 1980's. (Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly, Inc., 1983)
29-85,87-95,111-131,133-144,153-177,247-261,287-298, 329-332, 463-488, and 521-550.
43 Congressional Districts in the 1990's: A Portrait of America. (Washington D.C.:
Congressional Quarterly, Inc" 1993) 337-350 and 761-779.
44Ibid., 473.

42

14

Davis' beliefs that national newspapers cover the Congress as an institution
most frequently.45

Table 2:

The Institutional/Individual Focus of Congressional News in
Newspapers Studied by Tidmarch and Pitney, Percentage
Distributions by Newspaperv

53.9%
31.3%

42.9%
42.9%
44.0%
38.4%

47.6%
47.1%
56.2%
40.7%
Source: Tidmarch and Pi tney.47

Moreover, the newspaper articles analyzed did not focus on individual
members from the local districts in which the papers were published with
great frequency. Rather, the newspapers focused their coverage of individual
members of Congress on party leaders such as House Speaker Thomas
O'Neill (D-MA) and Senate Majority Leader Robert Byrd (D-WV), committee
chairs such as Senate Finance Committee Chairman Russell Long (D-LA) and

45Cook,4O and Davis (1996), 247.
46 Data have been altered to isolate articles categorized by Tidmarch and Pitney study as
individually and institutionally focused.

15

House Ways and Means Committee Chairman AI Ullman (D-WA), and well
known

members

such

as

Senator

Edward

Kennedy

(D-MA)

and

Representative Jack Kemp (R-NY).48 These are the people who stand out
from the rank. and file members because they are viewed as instrumental in 
the legislative process. Once again, this finding parallels the theories of Cook,
Davis, and Hess which claim that national newspapers cover congressional
party leaders and committee chairs most frequently."
Table 3:

Valence of Congressional News in Newspapers Studied by
Tidmarch and Pitney, Percenta e Distributions by Newspaper

e

8.9%

56.0%

14.3%

53.4%

5.3%

68.4%

4.6%

77.9%

11.8%

56.8%

4.0%

75.2%

6.3%

66.7%

5.2%

65.5%

7.9%

52.6%

4.8%

74.7%

Source: Tidmarch and Pitn ey.50

47 Tidmarch and Pitney, 473.
4Slbid., 473.
49Cook,. 52., Davis (1996),250., and Hess, Live From Capitol HiUL 103.
50 Tidmarch and Pitney, 480.
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Finally,

Tidmarch

and Pitney also discovered

newspapers they studied presented the

that while

the

Congress without bias most

frequently, congressional articles in each of the newspapers presented the
Congress with negative imagery more frequently than with positive
imagery.51 As Table 3 indicates, in the majority of the newspapers studied by
Tidmarch and Pitney, only about 5% of the articles portrayed the Congress
positively, whereas negative coverage was much more frequent ranging
between 17% and almost 40% of the articles published in certain newspapers.
This finding coincides with Davis' belief that national congressional news
presents the Congress with negative imagery more frequently than with
positive imagery .52
In conclusion, the newspaper articles analyzed in the Tidmarch and

Pitney study were institutionally oriented, covered leaders and national
figures most frequently, and rarely portrayed the Congress with positive
imagery. In the end, they shared the same characteristics as political scientists
Cook, Davis, and Hess believed national newspaper articles to contain.P As a
result, I do not believe the content analysis study undertaken by Tidmarch
and Pitney adequately addressed the question at hand regarding Fenno's
paradox of public opinion of the Congress because their study only focused on
one half of the paradox; national and regional press coverage. I believe that
local, regional, and national forms of press must be isolated and compared to

51Tidmarch and Pitney, 480.
52Davis (1996), 245.
53Cook, 52., Davis (1996), 250., and Hess, Live From Capitol Hill!. 103.
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one another in order to fully understand congressional press coverage "and its
relation to this paradox of opinion. Therefore, in this paper I will undertake a
similar, yet more comprehensive content analysis study of congressional
press coverage to compare to Fenno's paradox of public opinion regarding the ·
Congress. My study will share the goals of the Tidmarch and Pitney study to
determine whether a causal relationship between national, regional, and local
congressional press coverage and the paradox of public opinion regarding
Congress could exist.

18

Methods of Study
Provided the theories of Cook, Davis, Hess, Ornstein, Pitney, Robinson,
and Tidmarch distinguishing national press coverage from local press 
coverage were true, I assert that newspapers, the sources from which many
Americans learn about the Congress, must contribute to how the American
public forms its opinions about the institution. I view the parallel between
negative public opinion of the Congress as an institution'< and the negative
portrayal of Congress as an institution in national newspapers.P along with
the parallels between positive public opinion of district Representatives and
Senators's and positive portrayals of the individual members of Congress in
the local press'" as evidence that a causal relationship exists between public
opinion and press coverage. Ultimately, I agreed with Tidmarch and Pitney's
contention that the distinctions between national, regional, and local press
coverage of Congress could perpetuate Fenno's paradox due to the powerful
role of the press as "gatekeepers" of information about the government.
Although, I decided to embark on my own content analysis study because I do
not believe Tidmarch and Pitney proved or disproved this hypothesis as they
did not perform a comprehensive content analysis of each level of newspaper
coverage; national, regional, and local.58

54 Fenno, 278.
55 Davis (1996), 245.
56 Fenno, 278.
S7 Hess, Liye From Capitol Hill!. 105.
58 Cater, 1.
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I. Time Period and Newspaper Selection

In order to determine whether a relationship existed between Fenno's

paradox and congressional media coverage, I conducted a content analysis of .
congressional news coverage of the United States Congress at local, regional,
and national levels. I had originally intended to focus my research on both
television news and newspaper coverage, but I had to abandon the attempt to
explore television coverage because of the difficulty in gaining access.v
Through Lexis-Nexis, I was easily able to locate full text newspaper articles not
only published by national newspapers like The New York Times

and The

Los Angeles Ti mes, but also articles from harder to find regional and local
newspapers like The St. Louis Post Dispatch and The Anchorage Daily News.
I decided to analyze congressional news coverage during the months of
March, April, and May of 1995. There are many reasons why I chose to study
this time period of congressional news coverage. First, the fact that 1995 is a
non-election year was very important.

I believed that election year news

coverage would be overly dominated by campaign type stories and thus
would create an unrealistic image of congressional news coverage throughout
an entire congressional tenn. I determined non-election year congressional
news coverage to be a better set of news to analyze because I expected it to

While the content of national television congressional coverage was available via the
Vanderbilt University Television News Archive from 1969 to the present, local and regional
television news data was not available during the time period selected. Local and regional
television news data are only available on a limited basis from 1996 to the present via Video
Monitoring Services and Lexis-Nexis.
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provide a more representative sample of the distinct types of news articles
about Congress. Further, I believed 1995 was an ideal year to study because it
was a relatively scandal free year in terms of congressional activity. While
some articles mentioned the Bob Packwood sexual harassment scandal and'
Alfonse D'Arnato's scandalous racial slur mocking the O.I. Simpson trial
judge, Lance Ito, during these 3 months, they paled in comparison to the
multitude of campaign finance stories that dominated the news two years
later in 1997. Finally, March, April, and May of 1995 were ideal months to
study because they were three months of intense congressional activity. The
first few months of the l04th Congress indicated a return to divided
government (albeit with the institutions controlled by the two parties
switched), partisanship, and strong party leadership.

The Congress, its

leadership, and its rank and file became much more visible, vocal, and
ultimately more newsworthy personalities than they had been for many
years.
Once I had established the time period in which I would focus my
research, I was ready to select the cases that I would study. I chose The Los

Angeles Times, The New York Times, The San Francisco Chronicle, The St.
Louis Post-Dispatch, The Anchorage Daily News, and The Roanoke Times
and World

News.

My first criterion in case selection was availability.

I

recognized that while the national newspapers would be readily available,
access to regional and local newspapers would be more limited. Therefore, I
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limited my cases to those newspapers available through Lexis-Nexis during
the months of March, April, and May of 1995.
Secondly, I wanted to overcome the flaws of the Tidmarch and.Pitney
study, therefore I was certain to identify an equal number of local, regional,'
and national newspapers in my case selection. In order to do so, I applied the
same definition of newspaper type used in the previous section.

Table 4

provides an overview of that definition.
Table 4:

150,000 to 700,000

over 700,000

I defined local newspapers as those which maintain low daily circulation rates
of no more than 150,000 newspapers while also including the smallest
number of congressional districts within their respective circulation areas.
Additionally, I defined national newspapers as those which very high daily
circulation rates of close to a million newspapers, while also including the
greatest number of congressional districts within their respective circulation
areas. Finally, regional newspapers were defined as those that maintained an
intermediary position between the local and national newspapers in terms of
circulation size and the number of congressional districts within their
circulation areas.
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Table 5:

Characteristics of Newspapers Selected for Analysis
I

1,169,066

West

746,924

Northeast

692,424

West

369,005

Central

114,067

Southeast

60,086

Northeast

Source: Congressional Districts in the 1990'560

Table 5 illustrates that The Los Angeles Times and The New York

Times match my definition of national newspapers because they maintain
very

high

daily

circulation

rates,

while

also

encompassing

many

congressional districts in their circulation areas. Additionally, The Roanoke

Times and World News and The Anchorage Daily News match my definition
of local newspapers because they have very low daily circulation rates
encompassing few congressional districts.

Lastly, The

San

Francisco

Chronicle and The St. Louis Post-Dispatch match my definition of regional
newspapers because their daily circulation rates and the number

of

congressional districts in their circulation areas fall in between those of
national and local newspapers.

60 Congressional Districts in the 1990's: A Portrait of America. (Washington D.C.:
Congressional Quarterly, Inc., 1993) 31-34,55-134,423-439,495-546, and 761-779.
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Finally, I selected these six specific newspapers according to their
regional location of publication within the United States. I wanted a diverse
sample of newspapers to analyze in order to obtain a comprehensive
representation of the diversity of press coverage throughout the nation.
Therefore, as Table 5 also illustrates, I selected newspapers from distinct
geographic areas of the country such as the Northeast, Southeast, Central,
Northwest, and West regions.
Once I had this plan for the study, I was then ready to delve into the
newspaper articles. In each newspaper, I searched every article written in
March, April, and May of 1995 for mention of the words "Congress,
Representative, Senator, House, or Senate." I believed that these five terms
would comprehensibly account for coverage of Congress on an institutional

basis through the words "Congress, House, and Senate." Moreover, the terms
Table 6:

The Number of Congressional Newspaper Articles Analyzed per
Month, by Newspaper
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"Representative and Senator" would account for any coverage of individual
members because members should be listed with the title of their positions.
Ultimately, I found the number of newspaper articles mentioning the
Congress to be plentiful.

In Table 6, I outlined the total number

congressional articles examined in this study.

of

In total, I read 1,133

congressional newspapers published between March I, 1995 and May 31. 1995.
The

numbers displayed in the table represent the total number

of

congressional articles published in the local and regional newspapers and a
Table 7:

The Number of Congressional Newspaper Articles Printed per
Month, by Newspaper

837
1786
206
247

98
69

t:

1133

Source: Data Compiled by Author

random sample of the congressional articles published in the national
newspapers during this time period.

I found that national newspapers

published a drastically larger number of congressional newspaper articles each
month than the regional and local newspapers.(See Table 7) I recognized that
I would not be able to read all 2,623 national newspaper articles given the

time period in which I planned to conduct the experiment, therefore I decided
to take a random sample of the national newspaper articles. I obtained six
lists of 110 random numbers each to corresponded to the exact number of
congressional articles printed in each national newspaper per month of study.
Later, I selected the national newspaper articles that shared the same
identification numbers as those on my list of random numbers.

I had

anticipated coding exactly 110 newspaper articles per month, but then
discovered that some of the articles selected did not cover the United States
Congress, but other congresses throughout the world.

In the end, I

eliminated those extraneous articles and coded only the number of national
newspaper articles about the United States Congress. (See Table 6 for total
number of articles coded.)

II. Variable Selection and Coding

As previously stated, I read a total of 1,133 congressional newspaper
articles published March, April, and May of 1995.

Before I read each

newspaper article, I developed a set of variables to distinguish the articles
from one another. In the end, I only concentrated on two of the six variables
identified as I analyzed the data because the trends identified by the valence
and focus variables were most closely paralleled Fenno's paradox for
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comparison. Overall, the six variablesv' I identified in each newspaper article
were:

A) Location in the Newspaper-s:
1: Front Page, First Section
2: Inside Page, First Section
3: First Page, Other Section
4: Inside Page, Other Section

The first variable I identified in the newspaper articles was the location
in which the articles were placed in the papers.

I contend that certain

locations in any newspaper carry more weight than others because they are
the most prominent locations and therefore .the most likely to be read. In the
upcoming three data sections of my thesis, I will use these location data to
illustrate whether congressional news is viewed as important in the eyes of
those who publish it according to whether it is placed in prominent locations
within the newspaper.

Rough location, depth, audience, and members of Congress covered data are available in
Appendix A.
62 I had intended to include a fifth variable to identify those articles placed above the fold on
the First page of the First section, but that information was unavailable through Lexis-Nexis
for each of the six selected newspapers.
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B) Depth of Coverage:
1: Little Depth - Congress is mentioned
2: Moderate Depth - Congress is a main topic, but not the central topic
3: Great Depth - Congress is the central topic

The second variable I identified was the depth to which Congress was
covered in each individual article . This information is important because it
clarifies the manner in which Congress is covered. All newspaper articles are
not alike. Some cover Congress by merely including a sentence about the
institution, while others focus more closely with an in-depth analysis of a
particular decision pending in Congress. Just as I will utilize the location of
congressional

newspaper

articles

to

determine

the

importance

of

congressional news, I will use this depth variable in the upcoming sections to
illustrate the importance of congressional news as well. The extent to which
Congress is covered in each newspaper article should be a good indicator of
how newsworthy the Congress is considered by the extent to which it
dominates the news of the articles.

C) Valence:

1: Positive
2: Neutral
3: Negative
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The third variable I identified was the valence of the individual
newspaper articles. This variable was the most difficult to codify because of
necessity of invoking a value judgment as opposed an objective observation.
The best way to have controlled this variable would have been to average my '
coded data with data corresponding to the same newspaper articles that was
coded by additional readers. Unfortunately I was unable to obtain additional
readers for my 1,133 newspaper articles. Therefore, I worked to code the
articles as rigorously as possible on my own.

I was careful to only assign

positive or negative codes to articles in which the author clearly articulated
his or her opinion through statements such as, "Surely even those who
dislike Republican ideas must

grant that they have

demonstrated

a

commendable willingness to part with power,"63 "Congress should not try to
fix a system that isn't broken,"64 or "I believe it is in the best interest of justice,

the U.S. Senate and the people of Oregon for Packwood to step down."65 In
the end, I believe my data are accurate because in comparison with the
valence findings of the Tidmarch and Pitney study, my data correspond
without much variance.w
Ultimately, I will use this information to determine the types of
congressional images the public sees when it opens a newspaper.

Hess,

Ornstein, and Robinson have written that local newspaper coverage will

63Charen, Mona, "Republicans Demonstrated Wi.llingness to Relinquish Power," The St, Louis
Post-pispatch, 9 April 1995: 3B.
64Vladeck, David C, "Trust the Judicial System to Do Its Job," The Los Angeles Times, 30
April 1995: MS.
65Hutlon, Gena, "Bob Packwood 'Let Me Down'," The San Francisco Chronicle, 25 May 1995:
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portray the Congress, mainly through its individual members, with positive
images.67

Paradoxically, Davis has established that national newspaper

coverage will portray the Congress as an institution through negative
images. 68 It will be interesting to determine whether these theories remain '
valid in relation to the local and national newspapers. Additionally, it will be
interesting to see whether the regional newspapers conform to one standard
or another.

D) Audience:
1: National
2: National and Local
3: Local

The fourth variable I identified was the audience to which the articles
were geared. I thought it would be important to see how the different types of
newspapers break down in terms of national and local congressional
coverage. Much political science theory contends that local papers only
publish articles which focus on local issues like a local representative working
to save "pork" funding for the district, while national papers publish articles
with a more national focus, like welfare reform or balancing budget, issues

A25.
The valence data of each study corresponded to that collected from national newspapers.
67 Hess, Live From Capitol HillL 105; Ornstein, 15; and Robinson, 245.
68 Davis (1996), 245.
66
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that could affect Americans in every region of the nation.s? I believe this
theory may be evolving with the influx of a more individualized

l04th

Congress. I will use these data to characterize national, regional, and local
congressional press coverage as nationally or locally oriented.

E) Focus of Subject:
1: Institution
2: Institution, with some Individual
3: Individual, with some Institution
4: Individual

The fifth variable I identified in each article concerned its focus on the
Congress. I categorized each article according to whether it focused on the
Congress solely as an institution or a collection of members.

Further I

included the second and third categories to account for the articles that
maintained a dual focus by covering the Congress both as an institution and
as a set of individual members. I categorized some articles as focused on the
"Institution, with some [focus on the] individual" because concentrated a
large portion of their coverage on the institutional side of Congress, while
also including quotes and mentions of individual Representatives and
Senators commenting on a specific issue. The other dually focused articles
were categorized as "Individual, with some [focus on] the institution" because

69

Cook, 37-40.
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they concentrated their congressional coverage on the comments and quotes
of individual members of Congress in reaction to the action of a specific
Representative or Senator, while still maintaining a focus on the institution
be it through the activities on the floor, committee action, or legislative
gridlock. In the end, I will use the information provided by this variable to
examine the main crux of political science theory regarding congressional
press coverage". It will be important to determine the validity of whether
national newspapers focus the majority of their congressional coverage

0

n

the institutional side of Congress, while local newspapers focus the majority
of their congressional coverage on the individual members of Congress who
represent their district(s) as Cook and Davis predict."

F) Members of Congress Covered:
1: District Representative or Senator
2: Committee Chair
3: Party Leader
4: Rank and File Member

Lastly, the sixth variable I identified was the type of congressmen and

senators who were covered most frequently in the national, regional, and
local newspapers.

This information will be instrumental in determining

which types of individuals in Congress are considered by newspapers as the
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Ibid ., 37,58; Davis (1996),247; Hess, Liye from Capitol Hill!, 103-5; and Ornstein, 15.

most newsworthy in that they receive the largest ratio of coverage in the
individual newspapers.

As I indicated in my literature review, national

newspapers are expected to cover the leadership and committee chairs in the
greatest ratios because they form a central focus point from which the
national reporters can identify a single, congressional story.? Inversely, the
local newspapers are expected to cover those Representatives and Senators
from the districts in which they publish at extremely high rates. 73 As a result,
it will be interesting to determine the validity of these theories as well,
especially with regards to regional newspapers which are categorized as
neither national nor local.

Ibid, 58 and Davis (1996), 247.
Davis (1992), 165.
73 Cook, 39.

71

72
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Content Analysis
Once all 1,133 newspaper articles had been coded, I then classified them
as national, regional, and local articles in order to observe the trends and
patterns of each form of press coverage separately. In this section, I discuss
my observations of each form of congressional press coverage, while also
applying those findings to Fenno's paradox. I aim to determine whether a
relationship exists between congressional press coverage and public opinion.
I hypothesize that differences in national, regional, and local newspaper
coverage of Congress can explain Fenno's paradox that Americans love their
own members of Congress, while they dislike the Congress as an institution.

I. Valence of Congressional Coverage

I was interested to determine whether different types of newspapers
diverged in their portrayals of Congress because I wanted to discern whether
these different newspapers portray the Congress in ways that parallel the set
forth by Fenno. In the following paragraphs I will examine the content of
congressional press coverage in the national, regional, and local newspapers
selected for my study to determine whether the different types of newspapers
portray the Congress positively, negatively, or without bias. I believe that if a
causal relationship between the differences in congressional press coverage
and Fenno's paradox exist, then the valence of the different types of
congressional press coverage must parallel this paradox. In the end, I expect
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to discover that they do. I hypothesize that the national newspapers whose
congressional coverage concentrates on the Congress as an institution will
portray the Congress with negative images. On the other hand, I expect to
discover that local newspaper coverage will portray the Congress positively
because it will show the local members of Congress working in the institution
to meet the needs and interests of the local area. Finally, I believe that the
regional newspapers will portray the Congress with a somewhat equal
combination of positive and negative imagery since regional newspapers
incorporate characteristics of both national and local congressional coverage.
I sought to determine whether my hypotheses could be substantiated by
identifying the valence of each congressional newspaper article published in
the selected national, regional, and local newspapers.

As I described with

greater detail in the previous methodology section, I categorized each
newspaper article according whether it covered the Congress with or without
bias. Additionally, if an article was identified to portray the Congress with
biased imagery, I then identified whether it was positive or negative. In the
end, I combined my findings for each individual article according to the type
of newspaper it was published by in order to identify the trends and patterns
of the use of bias in national, regional, and local newspapers.
I began this analysis by identifying the valence of the congressional
coverage published by national newspapers. While I discovered that the
majority of the national newspapers covered the Congress impartially, I
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found that a substantial amount of articles did portray the Congress
negatively.
essional Covera e in National Newspa

54

289

170
513

Table 8 shows that a slight majority of the national newspaper coverage,
comprising almost 56% of the total number of national newspaper articles,
covered the Congress without portraying it as something good or something
bad.

Therefore, the remaining 44% of the national newspaper articles

portrayed the Congress with bias. Overall, I found that there were almost
three times as many negative newspaper articles as there were positive ones,
as 33% of the total number of national newspaper articles covered the
Congress as a negative entity in some way. This finding is interesting because
it indicates that while the majority of the national newspaper articles cover
the Congress in a neutral manner, the majority of the biased coverage in the
national newspapers is negative. In the end, I interpret these findings to
confirm my hypothesis that congressional press coverage is most frequently
_negative in the national newspapers because the data showed that the biased
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national newspaper coverage more frequently portrayed the

Congress

negatively than positively.
After examining valence in national newspaper articles, I then looked
at regional newspaper coverage of Congress to determine how it portrayed the
Congress to the public. I was surprised to discover that the regional
newspapers portrayed the Congress negatively most frequently.

AB Table 9 illustrates, a majority of about 57% of the regional newspaper
articles were biased in their portrayal of Congress.

Additionally, it is

important to note that the largest percentage of these biased regional
newspaper articles presented the Congress negatively, whereas a much
smaller percentage of the regional articles portrayed the Congress in a positive
light.

In the end, while these findings indicate that regional newspaper

coverage of Congress is similar to national newspaper coverage in that their
biased congressional coverage is more frequently negative than positive, I was
surprised to discover that regional newspaper coverage of Congress was
negatively biased with greater frequency than was national newspaper
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coverage. The majority of all regional coverage was negative as opposed to
the fact that the majority of all national newspaper coverage was unbiased.
The valence of national and regional newspapers is different because regional
newspapers are more frequently
newspapers.

negative

overall

than

are national

As a result, I determined that my hypothesis was wrong.

Regional newspapers did not resemble a combination of the characteristics of
national and local newspaper congressional coverage by including a relatively
equal number of articles portraying the Congress positively as articles
portraying the Congress negatively.

Rather regional newspaper coverage

most frequently presented Congress negatively at rates surpassing the amount
of negative coverage in national newspapers.
Finally, I examined the valence in the congressional coverage of local
newspapers. Just as I had been surprised to discover the predominance of
negative bias in the regional newspaper coverage, I was also surprised to find
that local newspaper congressional coverage was most frequently negatively
biased as well. Table 10 indicates that the smallest number of local newspaper
articles, comprising fewer than 25% of the total number of local newspaper
articles, portrayed the Congress with positive imagery.

Additionally, the

largest number of local newspaper articles, numbering 65 of the total 167
articles, portrayed the Congress negatively. While the number of negatively
biased articles was not that much greater than the number of positively biased
articles, finding that the majority of local articles portray the Congress
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essional Coverage in Local Newspapers

39
63
6S

167

negatively is interesting to note because it demonstrates that local newspaper
articles do not portray Congress as something positive most frequently as I
had believed . Therefore, I found my hypothesis to be incorrect because local
newspaper congressional coverage portrayed the Congress most frequently in
a negative light.
In conclusion, I found that the differences in the ways that national,

regional, and local newspapers portray the Congress do not parallel the
differences in public opinion about the Congress outlined by Fenno's paradox.
I had hypothesized that national newspaper coverage would most frequently
portray the Congress negatively, while local newspaper coverage would most
frequently portray the Congress positively, and that regional newspaper
coverage would assume a role in between by portraying the Congress
positively as frequently as it portrayed Congress negatively.

In the end, I

fOW1d that my hypotheses were not completely accurate. While the majority
of the biased congressional coverage in national newspapers portrayed the
Congress negatively as expected, the majority of total amounts of regional and
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local

newspaper coverage also

portrayed Congress

negatively

which

contradicts my hypotheses.

II. Focus of Congressional Coverage

After interpreting that the valence of the national, regional, and local
newspaper coverage of Congress did not parallel the paradox of public
opinion about Congress outlined by Fenno, I was dismayed.

While I

understood that it was probable that my hypothesis would be proven
incorrect by the data, I was certain that this paradox of public opinion had to
be influenced in some way by the content of congressional press coverage. I
believed that since newspapers are a major source of information about the
Congress, then they must influence the formation of public opinion in some
way. In the end, I determined that my hypothesis was flawed because I had
Simply assumed that national newspapers printed news focused on the
institution as a whole, local newspapers printed news focused on the
individual, and regional newspapers printed a combination of the two.

I

recognized the possibility that these three different types of newspapers might
vary the focus of their coverage between Congress as an institution and the
individual members of Congress. Therefore, I sought to determine how these
three different newspapers divided their coverage of Congress. My ultimate
goal was to provide an explanation as to why the valence of congressional
coverage in the national, regional, and local newspapers did not parallel
Fenno's paradox.
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I went about determining how the subjects of the

individual

newspaper articles focused on the Congress by categorizing each congressional
article selected.

As I described with greater detail in the

previous

methodology section, I coded the congressional articles according to four·
classifications: 1) as focused exclusively on the institution of Congress, 2) as
focused exclusively on the individual members of Congress, 3) as dually
focused on the institutional and individual aspects of Congress, while
primarily focusing on the Congress as an institution, or 4) as dually focused
on the institutional and individual aspects of Congress, while primarily
focusing on the Congress through its individual members. Once I had coded
each congressional newspaper article according to these criteria, I then
explored how the national, regional, and local newspapers focused on the
Congress in their articles.
I began my analysis by looking at the way that national newspapers
focused on the Congress in their articles. I was surprised to discover that
national newspapers split their congressional coverage between focusing on
'"

the Congress as an institution and as a collection of individual members.
Table 11 illustrates that over 30% of the national newspaper articles covered
the Congress by focusing exclusively on the individual members of Congress.
In comparison, a similar 27% of the national newspaper articles focused

exclusively on the Congress as an institution. While these statistics appear to
demonstrate that national newspapers do not focus on either vision of
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Table 11:

Focus of Congressional Coverage in National Newspapers

139
127
92

155
513

Congress more frequently than the other, they comprise a weak majority of
57% of the total congressional press coverage in the national newspapers and
therefore cannot prove conclusively that national newspapers split their
congressional press coverage between focusing on the Congress as an
institution and the Congress and its individual members. Therefore, the dual
focused congressional press coverage must be considered as well.
Ultimately, after combining the percentage of national newspaper
articles that focus exclusively on the Congress as an institution with the
articles that focus on the Congress primarily as an institution but also
through some of its individual members, I determined that national
newspaper coverage focused on the Congress as an institution almost as
frequently as it focused on the individual members of Congress. About 51%
of the articles focused on Congress as an institution, while a similar 48% of
the articles focused on Congress by covering its individual members. In the
end, I recognized that national newspaper coverage of Congress did not solely
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focus on Congress as an institution as I had assumed. Rather, the newspapers
covered the Congress on an institutional and individual basis at a relatively
equal rate. This finding establishes that the valence of congressional coverage
in national newspapers which I described in the previous section does not
adequately apply to the parallel I had hypothesized to exist between press
coverage and public opinion because national newspaper coverage does not
solely focus on the Congress as an institution.
Once I had identified that the focus of national newspaper coverage
was not solely comprised of articles based on the institution, I was then
interested to determine how the regional and local newspapers focused on
the Congress in their congressional coverage. I first sought to understand
whether any similarities existed between the way the regional newspaper
coverage focused on the Congress versus the methods used by national
newspapers. Ultimately I determined that the regional newspaper coverage

focused on the Congress as an institution more frequently than the national
newspapers. The figures in Table 12 show that the largest amount of regional
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newspaper articles focus exclusively on the Congress as an institution at a rate
of about 32%. While this statistic is not all that convincing in that it only
comprises about one third of the regional newspaper articles, it becomes more
noteworthy once combined with the percentage of dual focused articles '
(which concentrate primarily on the Congress as an institution.)

Overall, I

found that this combined statistic amounted to almost 63% of all the
congressional newspaper articles published in regional newspapers.

This

statistic indicates that the majority of the regional newspaper coverage
focused on Congress as an institution. Therefore, in relation to my previous
discovery that the national newspaper articles selected did not focus the
majority of their congressional coverage on the Congress as an institution, I
found it interesting to note that the regional newspapers did focus the
majority of their coverage on the institutional side of Congress as opposed to
splitting their coverage between focusing on the Congress as an institution or
through its individual members as I had expected. In the end, this finding
shows that regional newspaper coverage does not apply to the parallel I
thought to exist between press coverage and public because the focus of its
congressional coverage did not parallel the paradox.
Finally, I explored the content of the local newspaper coverage of
Congress to determine how it focused on the Congress. Since my findings in
national and regional newspaper coverage diverged from my original
assumption, I was interested to determine whether local newspapers focused
on Congress through its individual members as I had assumed. In the end, I
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was surprised to discover that local newspaper coverage closely resembled the
regional newspaper coverage in that Congress as an institution was the
primary focus.

Table 13:

Focus of Congressional Coverage in Local Newspapers.

11
Source: Data Compiled. by Author

The statistics compiled in Table 13 indicate that the local newspaper
congressional coverage focused on the Congress exclusively as an institution
in about 35% of the total number of its articles.

Additionally, I found that

about 31% of the local newspaper articles focused on the Congress exclusively
through its individual members.

While

these statistics appear to be

insignificant, a disparity between the two foci surfaces when the amount of
dual focused articles is added to the individual percentages. I discovered that
the combination of local newspaper articles focusing exclusively on Congress
as an institution along with the articles that focused on the Congress
primarily as an institution while also including some information about its
individual members amounted to 56% of the total number of local
newspaper articles, comprising a majority of the articles. While the majority
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status is slight, I must once again conclude that my original hypothesis about
congressional press coverage in local newspapers cannot be substantiated
because I found that local newspaper focused the majority of their
congressional coverage on the Congress as an institution.
In conclusion, I determined that the differences in the ways that

national, regional, and local newspapers focused on the Congress did not
parallel the different ways that public opinion focused on the Congress
according to Fenno's paradox.

I hypothesized that national newspapers

would focus on the Congress as an institution, while local newspapers would
focus on the Congress through its individual members, and regional
newspapers would focus on the Congress as both an institution and through
its individual members.

In the end, I found that my hypotheses were

incorrect. National newspapers divided their congressional coverage between
focusing on the Congress on an institutional and individual level, while the
majority of the regional and local newspaper coverage focused on the
Congress as an institution. In the end, I concluded that my hypothesis could
not be substantiated because it was based on an incorrect assumption.

III. Re-examination of Hypothesis

Since the focus of ha tional, regional, and local congressional press
coverage was not as clearly defined as I had assumed, I decided that the
parallel between congressional press coverage and Fenno's paradox must be
re-examined to accurately determine whether a causal relationship could
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exist. Therefore, I cross-tabulated the foci of congressional press coverage in
all three types of newspapers with the valence of the articles in order to
determine whether the foci of congressional press coverage are biased in such
a way that might contribute to Fenno's paradox.
Initially, I discovered that the valence of congressional press coverage
focusing on the Congress as an institution did parallel the institutional half of
Fenno's paradox.

Valence of Congressional Press Covera

r
Source: Data Compiled by Author

As Table 14 shows, 10% of the newspaper articles that covered Congress

exclusively as an institution did not frequently cover the Congress positively.
Additionally, I found the articles focused on the institution portrayed the
Congress negatively with a very slight majority of 50.3%. In conjunction, I
found that the dual focused, yet mainly institutional articles did not
frequently portray the Congress positively either, as only 12% of these articles
portrayed the Congress positively as opposed to almost 40% that were
negative. In the end, I interpreted these statistics to demonstrate that when
biased, newspaper articles focusing on the Congress as an institution usually
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portray the Congress negatively. Therefore, I believe institutionally focused
congressional coverage could inflaence the development of Fenno's paradox
in that it is predominantly negative just as public opinion of Congress as an

institution is negative.
Although,

I discovered

the

valence

of

institutionally

focused

congressional coverage did parallel the basic premise of Fenno's paradox, I
was surprised to find that the individually focused coverage did not.

The

statistics in Table 14 demonstrate that when congressional coverage focused
on the Congress through its individual members, it is more frequently
negative than positive,

I found that while almost 30% of the individually

focused coverage portrayed the Congress negatively, only 20% portrayed the
Congress positively.

Likewise, the dual focused congressional articles

portrayed the Congress negatively more frequently with over 30% of the
articles coded as negative, while only 12% were positive. In the end, I was
astonished to discover that individually focused congressional coverage was
more frequently negative than positive. I had anticipated that congressional
coverage of the individual members of Congress would be positive more
frequently than negative because the public generally regards the individual
members positively.

Ultimately, I discerned that congressional coverage

focusing on the individual members of Congress did not parallel Fenno's
paradox.
In conclusion, the valence of institutionally focused congressional
coverage did parallel Fenno's paradox, whereas the individually focused
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coverage did not. Therefore, I believe that the negative images of Congress
portrayed in all three types of newspapers are likely to have contributed to the
development of negative public opinion of the institution, whereas the
negative images of the coverage focused on the individual members of
Congress could not contribute to the development of public opinion of the
Congress because individual members are perceived as flawless to a certain
degree by the public.
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Conclusions
I believe that it is important to develop an understanding of
congressional press coverage. As stated in the literature review, the press are
a window through which the public can view the

actions of their

government. The window that they provide may be clear and transparent,
showing the Congress exactly as it is, or it may be of the old fashioned type
full of swirls and bubbles altering the images of the Congress seen by readers
depending on which spots in the glass they look through. Since the press are
a main source of information about the Congress, I believe that it is
important to determine whether this window is clear, thus establishing that
all newspapers present Congress exactly as it is or whether the window is
imperfect, thus indicating that the Congress may be covered differently
depending on the way in which the newspapers focus on the Congress.
After conducting this content analysis of congressional news coverage,
I conclude that differences in the way that the press cover Congress as an
institution and as a set of individual members can affect the development of
Fenno's paradox. Initially, I found that differences in national, regional, and
local congressional press coverage did not parallel Fenno's paradox mainly
because each newspaper did not focus on Congress either as an institution or
on its individual members.

Once all the newspaper articles were properly

coded according to their focus, a parallel between congressional press coverage
and public opinion became more apparent, yet still was not as clear cut as I
had expected.
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While the majority of the institutionally focused articles were negative
in

content as was expected, I was surprised to discover that individually

focused articles were frequently negative as well.

After considering these

findings, I determined that it did make sense that negative press coverage
would influence public opinion about the institution of Congress, while not
\

influencing that of its individual members.

I believe that the negative

coverage of Congress as an institution could be more influential in the
formation of public opinion than the negative coverage of Congress on an
individual level for a number of reasons. First, there was more negative than
positive coverage of the Congress as an institution, whereas the disparity was
not so great between positive and negative coverage of the individual
members of Congress. In the end, Congress as an institution had a much
higher hurdle to cross in order to combat negative press coverage to win
positive public opinion than did the individual members.
In addition, I believe it is incredibly important to note that information

about the Congress as an institution is almost exclusively distributed by the
press. Since there are few other sources of information about the daily
activities of the institution of Congress, relatively few sources of positive
information exist to counter the overwhelmingly negative press coverage.
For this reason, I contend that the institution could not win its struggle
against negative press coverage for positive public opinion.

On the other

hand, I believed that the individual members are more successful in
overcoming negative press coverage and attaining positive public opinion of
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the kind observed by Fenno because the public are able to learn about them
and what they do for their districts from a wider variety of sources. I contend
that personal interaction with citizens in the district, public relations web sites
on the internet, and direct mailings, among other activities, serve to
distribute positive information about the individual members of Congress
which cannot be duplicated for the institution of Congress. Ultimately,
citizens have no other information about the institution of Congress to weigh
against the negative information presented in national, regional, and local
newspapers as they judge and form opinions about the Congress. For this
reason, I believe that the negative congressional coverage I encountered could
contribute to the development of negative public opinion of the institution,
whereas it would not contribute to the development of public opinion about
the individual members.
In the end, I continue to believe that the press are very powerful in the

shaping of public opinion about the Congress, since they serve as one of the
only sources of information about the Congress. I conclude that Congress, as
an institution, must find ways, other than through the mass media, to inform
the American public of its activities.

Since I have identified a clear

connection between the negative press coverage of Congress as an institution
and negative public opinion of Congress as an institution, I believe that an
increase in the dissemination of positive information about the institution of
Congress may have a positive effect on public opinion. Therefore, positive
information about Congress disseminated through web sites like THOMAS,
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high school civics classes, and maybe even direct mailings from the Congress
itself could work to decrease the impact of this negative press coverage.
In conclusion,

the American public must be free to judge its

government. I have found that this is not the case as the press maintain a
very influential role in the shaping of public opinion about the Congress as
an institution. While the cynical nature of the media is not necessarily a bad
thing, it must be countered so that Americans are provided with a variety of
iniormation from which to judge their Congress. The American public must
be free to judge their Congress in order to secure the future of the American
democracy.
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Appendix A

I. Location of Newspaper Articles

Location of Congressional Covera

242
43

151
513

181
15
176
453
Source: Data Compiled by Author
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Table A-3:

Location of Congressional Coverage in Local Newspapers

47
34

66
167

II. Depth of Congressional Coverage

Table A-4:

Depth of Congressional Coverage in National Newspapers

148
48
513
Source: Data Compiled by Author
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Depth of Congressional Covera

47
38

167

III. Intended Audience for Congressional Coverage

Table A-7:

Intended Audience for Congressional Coverage in National
News apers

50

63

513

Table A-8:

Intended Audience for Congressional Coverage in
Re ional Newspapers

Source: Data Compiled by Author
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Table A-9:

Intended Audience for Congressional Coverage in Local
Newspapers

65
36
65

166

IV. Members of Congress Covered in Newspapers
Members of Con ress Covered by National News

t-a

172

2.1

209

5.8

271

54.2

479

0.9

1131

N/A

Source: Data Compiled by Author
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ess Covered by Regional Newspapers

335

10.2

139

3.7

225

56.25

293

0.64

992

N/A

ess Covered by Local Newspapers

141

17.6

26

0.7

27

5.4

48

0.1

242

N/A
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AppendixB

I. List of Newspaper Articles Utilized in Study

To be added ASAP...
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